Several studies have found behavioural differences between the interactions of opponents, early in a conflict. These differences consistently predict which individual will be the winner. Surprisingly, opponents appear not to use this information: they continue fighting and even proceed to highly damaging escalation. We attempted to resolve this paradox in a series of experiments on interactions between male cichlids. First, the cost of fighting and escalating in terms of energy expenditure (oxygen consumption: gill movements) and injuries was high. Second, previous social experience was important but could not explain the occurrence of predictors of conflict outcome. Third, a less artificial conflict set-up, in which territory ownership was asymmetrical and opponents were allowed to see each other before the conflict, resulted in shorter interactions with reduced escalation phases. This suggests that the occurrence of predictors of conflict outcome and the subsequent lack of response of the opponents is the result of unnatural, highly symmetrical designs, as used in many studies. We propose the following mechanism. Prospective winners postpone escalation as much as possible because of the high cost involved. At the same time, prospective losers continue the fight because they lack alternatives. We tested this 'desperado hypothesis' in a fourth experiment, in which losers were offered alternative options. These conflicts were shorter and both predictors of outcome and escalated fighting were absent.
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Competition over valuable resources is a key element in any organism's life history. Apart from overt aggression and attack, individuals often communicate during conflicts through threat displays. These have been studied by ethologists for decades, both experimentally and theoretically (for a review, see Huntingford & Turner 1987) .
Although game theory has greatly improved our understanding of animal conflict, actual knowledge about the meaning of individual displays and the decision rules underlying their occurrence is limited. Whereas theoretical models predict that the behaviour of two opponents should not reveal reliable information about the chances of winning until shortly before the end of an interaction (Maynard Smith 1982; Enquist et al. 1990 ), several experimental studies on aggressive interactions in fish have reported that eventual winners behave differently from their opponents, in the early stages of a conflict (e.g. Harvey & Corbet 1986; Popp et al. 1990; cichlids: Barlow et al. 1986; Turner & Huntingford 1986; Ribowski & Franck 1993) . Eventual winners perform certain behavioural patterns at higher frequencies, or earlier in the interactions, than eventual losers. These behavioural differences yield predictors of conflict outcome with reliabilities up to 80%. However, the animals do not seem to use this information in deciding the interactions quickly. Opponents are reported to continue fighting and even proceed through escalation phases that entail high injury risk and energy expenditure (e.g. Barlow et al. 1986 ).
Several hypotheses may account for these findings. First, it is generally assumed that aggression is a costly and dangerous activity. However, the display behaviours and escalated fighting as shown during aggressive encounters may not incur as much cost as investigators attribute to them. In that case, the selective advantage of an individual that accurately assesses and responds to predictors of conflict outcome, no matter how reliable, may be highly overrated.
Second, it is well established that social experience influences an individual's performance in a conflict, including its willingness to escalate (Kruijt 1964; Tooker & Miller 1980; Turner & Huntingford 1986; Beacham 1987; Groothuis & Mullekom 1991) . Previous experience with social interactions may well increase the ability to perceive behavioural differences and to respond to them 
